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READER PERCEPTION OF NEWSPAPER MUG SHOT SUBJECTS

IN PHOTOS AND IN STORIES

by

Lauronce B. Lain

University of Dayton
ABSTRACT

Readers of approximately two dozen news storles agreed significantiy on
thelr impressions of the subjects of those stories, as did another group of
readsrs who viewed only the mugshot photographs which had run with the
stories. Readers do not appear to see mugshots as necessarlly neutral, but
make judgments about the people so pictured.

These judgments correlated significantly with the judgments othor
readers made about the same subjects based on the stories which had run with
the photos. This suggests that editors may have based their selection of
accompany ing photos on their subjective Impressicins of the sub’scts of the
stories.

Numerous photographs are usually avallable of th. subjects of news
stories, particularly tocal storles. Results suggest that editors must

exercise caution In choosing mugshots If they are not to stumble In the

pursult of fairness.




READER PERCEPTION OF NEWSPAPER MUG SHOT SUBJECTS

IN PHOTOS AND IN STORIES

Mug shots are the nag:ected step-chlidren of the newspapsr photo i
department. Maligned and abused, they are repeatedly told they are
unimportant and will nev~: amount to anything. They reside In awkward
spaces and are a- !gned roles that sditors see as trivial. But they
persist, even flourish. Newspapers never seem to be able to get along

[

without theam.

However, there has been little attempt to date to study the extent to
which the mug shot deserves Its reputatiosr: as ..Ing |ittle more than a space
fllier. iIn a study of forty years of newspaper photographs, SInqlotary1
found that nearly 40 per cent of the photos avallable were mugs, but did not
include them in most of his analys~s because "mugshots were considered to be
relatively contentiess and unlnfornatlvo.'2 The same study noted the
decline In mugshot use from 50.4 per cent of all pictures in 1936 to 29.9
per cent In 1976,

Most studies of newspaper photographs have centered on larger, display

photos, thooo'thlt show actlion or groups of people. But many mug shots are
cropped out of these larger photos, and may also show acticn or emotion.
Resuits of some earller studiss of larger photos may therefore be applicable
to mug shots as well.

Van Tubergen and uahtnana found that reader percepticn of the
attributes of photo subjects Is influenced by whether the nicture Is
flattering or not. Adams, ot al.4 confirmed that the cropping of photos is
significant, with people preferring more tightly cropped photographs of men

than of women, |.e. that readers focus on the faces of men and on the bodles




5
of women. Singletary and Lamb found that few of the 111 news photographs

studled in a magazine for press photographers were strictly neutral In
perspective; the overwheiming majority were judged to be negative iIn
emotional tone. Photographers were clearly able to trar It positive and
negative Impressions, deliberately or otherwise, through display photos. It
Is an accepted fact that the dramatic Is norma!ly preferred to the routine
In photographs of all sorts. Bethunoe found a strong blas rmong Pulitzer
jury members for spectacuiar content as compared with technical polish.

Soclologist Erving Goffman distinguished careful |y between the actual
image that Is a photograph and the interpretation or subjective appraisals
possible In Its viewers. Even photographs taken for Informational purposes,
ke news, are subject to the analysis, consclous or not, of those who view
thom.7 Curry and Clarke spelied out the same point plainly: "Many do
not raalize that a photograph represents an Intricate set of relationships
invoiving the photographer ‘s particular view of reality, the subject’s own
assumptions o/ the situation, the viewer's own beliefs and values, as well
as the context In which the plcture Is viewod."8

Editors should be aware of the emotional Impact of the display
photographs they chose to run; they may, ir. fact, often select certain
photographs for *he Implied messages they carry. This being the case, we
can hypothesize that 1) not oniy display photos but aiso mug shots wiil be
percelved by reacers as being frequently positive or negative In tone, and
that 2) mug shots will be selected which match the roles of their subjects

In aczompanying stories, |.e. that mug shots of people who are portrayed

positively in a story will themse ves be viewed positivsly by readers, and




also be Interpreted negztively by readers.

METHOD

All storles which contalned assoclated mug shots wero clipped from
seven dal ly newspapaers of October 3, 1985.9 Oonly news and feature storles
were used; obltuaries and personal opinion columns with photos were not
Included in the study. Storles also were eliminated which pictured well~
known public figures who many people might recognize and about whom they
might already hold strong feelings. This left a pool of 23 storles.

In an effort to prevent stories and pictures from "contaminating" each
cther, plictures were separated from storles, and each was paeted on a
separate sheet of plain white paper. Stories and plctures were numbered
separately, In random order,

Plctures were then distributed to §1 undergraduate students who were
asked to Indicate whether each photograph gave them a fave:able impression
of the subject, an unfavorable Impression, or a neutral Impression. The
stories which had originally accompanied the plctures were distributed to a
separate group of 88 undergraduates, who were asked to respond In similar
manner, |.e. whether they received a favorabie, unfavorable, or neutral
Impression of the subject of each story. Rnaders were told not to look for
dell..rate sianting, since little If any of that was expected In these news
storles but that If they thought they detected such blas, they could react
to It howsver they wished.

Storles and pictures were administered to separate groups to prevent

the possibllity of subjects assoclating specific ptctures with their storles




and allowing their Impressions of the story to be influenced by thelr

reaction to the art or vice versa.
RESULTS

Each story and each picture was glven a score of +1 for each favorable
Impression reported by a respondent, and a score of -1 for each negative

Impression reported. A neutral impression was scored as 0. The resuiting
total was divided by the number of subjects responding to each !tem (This

number vuried slightly for each Item since some subjects did not respond to
all items.) producing a score for each Item whoss range was from +1 to -1.
Table 1 reports the scores for the 23 stories, and Tabie 2 reports scores
for the 23 pilctures.

For the most part, readers had clear opinions fostered by the storles
and pletures. Eight of the 23 stories were scored as providing a genarally
positive Impression (scores of >+0.33), and six of the storles as glving a
generally negative Impression (scores <-~0.33). The remaining nine storles
fell into the neutral Impression zone of +0.33 to -0.33. Seven of the
photograpi: ﬁaro found generally positive by readers, and five were scored
as generally negative.

There was clear and consistant agreement among readers about the
impression left by each story and photo. Only one of the 23 storles and
four of the 23 photos produced Chl Square scores which did not Indlcate
significant agreement among subjects. The first hypothesis, that the mug
shots would frequently be percelved by roadoga as doeing positive or negative

In tone, appears to be supported.




TABLES 1 AND 2 ABOUT HERE

The second hypothesis stated that mug shots wiil be selected which
match the roies of their subjects In the storles they accompany. One way to
Inveatigate this Is to look for correlations between the ways readers ranked
the storlies and the way they ranked the pictures. This was done In two
ways.

The first was to |ist the storles In rank order, from most positive (or
highest Index score) to most negative (iowest Index score) and to compute
Spearman‘s Rho for ranked data. This test Is designed to determine the
extent to which two rankings of the same cases are sim!lar and produces a
correlation coefficlent simiiar to the Pearson product-moment coefficent.
Perfect agresment In such a coefficlent would be +1.0 and perfect
disagreement -1.0. Rho In this case was +0.55, which suggests a fairly high
le ‘el of agreement, significant at the .001 level.

Pearson correlations were also computed using the Index scores for each
story and plcture to {ast how strong scores were with respect to the
strength of reader Impressions. Corrolation between the two groups of
scores was +0.587, again suggesting fairly sirong agreement among readers,
significant at less than .001. Table 3 presents a comparison of rank order
and Index scores and correlation coefficlents for both storles and pictures
which appears to support the second hypothasis: editors do appear to be
trying to match what they expect the reaction of readers to be to a story --

or their own reactlions-~ with ptotographs which create a similar




Impression.

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

DISCLUSSION

Nowhere Is ths old photo editor‘s dictum, “Wwhen cropping plctures, keep
cropping elements untii there’'s nothing i1aft to remove," more true than with
mug shots. Becauss such pictures are hereft of all distracting elenents,
the reader is forced to focus on the cast of the subject’s eyes, the tlit of
his mouth, or the furrows of his brow. No other sort of photograph Invites
the reader to judge the person In the picture so completely, without
reference to what the subject Is doing: Just what he or she Is IlKe.

Newspapers are protective of their reputations for balancs and
falrness. If true obJectivity Is not an attainable goal, It Is at least the
object of tho'quost In American journalism, and reporters and editors are on
guard against the sorts of subtie bilases that can creep Into the work of
even experlenced writers. Readers wlll always judge the subjects of the
news storles they read, but reporters and editors try not to.

This study suggests, however, that editors, intentionally or not, may
be reinforcing thelr Judgments of story subjects with photographs which
reflect their perceptions. The fact that those perceptions seemed In this
research to be largely shared by their readers does not lessen the potontial

for subtle slants to be Imparted to news-photo packages; reporters may write




scrupulously falr accounts of complicated and corntroverslal Issues, and that
care can be quickly undone by an editor’s thoughtiess plcture selection.

It should be possible to extend this I!ne of research to seek out other
such unintended siants In mug shot selection, perhaps based on raclal,
gender, social or other factors. A good base aiready exists for such work.
SInglotary1° found that ths percentage of page-1, white-only photographs had
decl'ned from the 94.9 per cent noted In 1938 but stiil stood at 80.1 per

cent In 1976. Male-only photos had declined from 69.1 per cent In 1938 to

58.1 per cent In 1976. In a study of the final editions of 18 major
11

cailies, Trayes and Cook reported simllar, thougn slightly higher figures.
12

Miller examined the number and the context of women and men plctured In

the washington Post and found women underrepresented and portrayed as |ess
power ful than men. Replication of such studles with the added dimension of
the photos’ positive or negative Impressions on readers couid be an
Impor tant additlon to our understanding of how phetographs are used.

Earller studles focused largely on display photos, however, and did not
consider the more subtie messages which might be present In the ublquitous
and Innocuous mugshot. Results of this study suggeyt that a fertiile area
for Inquiry might be to go beyond counting generai categeries of photo
subjects and examine the ways In which plcture selection znd cropping halps

to influence the ways readers react to them.




SUMMARY

Readers of approximately two dozen news stories agreed significantly on
their Impressions of the subjects of those stories, as did another group of
readers who viewsed only the mugshot photographs which had run with the
stories. Readers do not appear to see mugshots as neccessar!ly neutral, but
make judgments about the people so plctured.

These judgments correlated significantly with the judgments other
readers made about the same subjects based on the storlus which had run with
the photos. This suggests that editors may have based thelr selection of
accompary ing photos on their subjective Impressions of the subjects of the
storles.

Numerous photog-a2phs are usually avzilable of the subjects of news
storiss, particularly local stories. Results suggest that editors must
exercise caution In choosing migshots It they are not to stumble In tﬁo

pursult of falrness.

11




TABLE 1: Favorable impression and Chi square Scores for Stories

[ BF 2 CREE

10,

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21,
22.
23.

STORY
High schoo! quarterback
Pro quarterback wins job
Ex~-nun appointed tc bench
Novelist gets record advance
Planist debuts at Carnegie Hall
New music company presiden:
Mayor faces eiection chal lenge
New basebali genera! manager
Suspended cop returns to duty
Footbaii GM puzzied by team
City counc!iman locas election
Education Secretary stresses basics
Corp. owner protected from takeover
Tunislan president regrets deaths
Bilack leader gets donation

Justice Dept. aide relected by Senate

Pro footbali coach fired

S. African president rejects pleas
Libertarian candidate battles govt.
Suburban mayor sued by clty

Man convicted of kiliing wife
Murder suspect’s trial near end
Ex~CIA man eludes FBI

FAV
57
45
40
36
37
3'
33
29
38
18
<°
21
18

)
14
23

AN MD

NEU
8
18
17
25
20
26
28
30
11
36
32
38
28
48
33
15
34
20
16
10
5
9
4

UNFAV

DO ONDARACWN -

2
X

84.64*
43.59*
34.90*
67.81*
22.95*
21.56*
18.12*
15.91*
18.67*
33.42¢
14.18¢*
23.88*

.77
41.01*

9.78*

3.18
15.71*
20.03*
31.05*
49.91*
72.39*
58.84*
77.81*

*p<.001 with 2 df




TABLE 2: Favorablie Impression and Chi Square Scores for Plctures

2

PICTURE FAV  NEU UNFaAV X INDEX
1. Football GM puzzied by team 49 1 1  90.30* 941
2. Novelist gets record advance 30 10 2  44.59% 725
3. New music company president 37 12 2 33.24% .688
4. HIigh schoo! quarterback 3. 13 3 31.53* 627
§. Clty counciiman loses eilection 3s 10 6 29.08* .589
6. Suspended cop roturns to duty 33 13 5§ 24.47% 549
7. Planist debuts at Carnegle Hall 34 9 8 25.53* .431
8. Tunisian president regrets deaths 24 14 13 4.35 218
9. S. African president rejects pleas 17 27 7 11,76% .198
10. Ex-nun appointed to bench 20 18 13 1.83 .137
11. Educatlion Secretary stresses basics 15 24 12 4.50 . 059
12. Ex-CIA man eiudes FBI 11 31 9 17.41* ,038
13. Corp. owner protected from tareover ] 33 9 19.08* .000
14. Pro gquarterback wins jo 12 27 12 8.82** .000
16. Black leader gets donation 17 17 17 0.00 .000
16. Mayor faces election chailenge 4 31 16 21.53*% -,221

17. Libertarian candidate batties govt. 5 28 17  25.41* -,235

18. Suburban mayor sued by clty 5 25 21 13.18% -,314

19. Pro football coach fired 0 28 23 26.24* -, 451

20. New basebal| yeneral manager 0 25 26 25.52*¢ -.510

21, Man convicted of kiiling wife 2 13 36 35.41% -.687

22. Murder suspect’s triili near end 2 10 38 42.08* -.706
0

23. Justice Dept. alde rejected by Senate 11 40 75.85*% ~.784

®p<.001 with 2 df
*%p<.05 with 2 df

10

13




TABLE 3: Story and Plcture Rankirgs and Indexes Compared

STORY P ICTURE

SUBJECT RANK  INDEX RANX  INDEX
High school quarterback 1 .848 4 .827
Pro quarterback wins job 2 .862 13 .000
Ex-nun appointed to bench 3 817 10 137
Novelist gets record advance 4 .590 2 725
Planist debuts at Carnegle Hall 5 492 7 431
New music company president : 455 3 .686
Mayor faces eiectlion chalienge 7 415 16 -.221
New basebai generai manager 8 .333 20 =-.510
Suspended cop returns to duty 9 317 6 .549
Footbali GM puzzieu by team 10 .309 1 941
Clity counciiman loses election 11 .273 L] .569
Education Secretary stresses baslics 12 .231 11 .059
Corp. owner protected from takeover 13 .094 13 .000
Tunisian president regrets deaths 14 -.015 8 .216
Black leader gets donatlion 15 -.047 13 .000
Justice alde rejected by Senate 18 -.082 23 -, 784
Pro footbali coach fired 17 -,231 19 -, 451
S. African president rejects pleas 18 -.455 ) .106
Libertarian candidate batties govt. 19 -,576 17 -.235
Suburban mayor sued by city 20 ~-.838 18 -. 314
Man convicted of kliilng wife 21 -. 754 21 -.867
Murder suspect‘'s trial! near end 22 - 772 22 -.708
Ex-CIA man eiudes FBI 23 -.778 12 .039

Rho = 0.5895455*
r = 0.5971079* with 21 df

*n<.001

11 .1‘4
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